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[Appearing below is an article which originally appeared in the September-October 1992 edition
of the Cepad Report, a bi-monthly publication of the Nicaraguan Council of Evangelical Churches
(CEPAD). The article is reproduced with permission of CEPAD.] October was the month that
religious broadcasting discovered Nicaragua. During the month, five new evangelical radio stations
went on the air, bringing a wide assortment of faith and ideology to listeners across the country.
Also during October, the country's first evangelical television channel exchanged its test pattern for
regular programming. The list of newcomers sounds impressive to Nicaraguan listeners seeking
spiritual guidance. On the AM band, one can now tune in to Radio CEPAD, "The Rainbow of
Love," to Radio Reloj, "In Tune with God," or to Radio Maranata, "An Appointment with God."
On FM, listeners can find Radio Reloj and Radio Bautista, "The Voice of Hope." A sixth new
evangelical station, Radio Restauracion, is slated to come out on FM in the near future. To pick
up the new TV station Channel 21, "The Voice and Image of the Christian People of Nicaragua"
viewers need a television with a UHF dial and a special antenna on the roof. Channel 21 has an
arrangement with a local contractor to install the antenna for US$40 perhaps a reasonable price
as far as television accessories go, but definitely a luxury item in Nicaragua. Channel 21 plans to
add two repeater channels in the near future to boost its signal throughout the whole country. The
channel has requested an FM license to air the sound portion of its programming on radio. All the
newcomers broadcast from the capital, and join the pioneer evangelical station, Radio Ondas de
Luz ("Waves of Light"), which went on the air in 1958 and has had the field virtually to itself. The
station has faced increasing criticism for leaning too far to the right and practicing censorship of
programming produced by Nicaraguan churches. Discontent with such practices helped encourage
some of the new stations. The general manager of Ondas de Luz, Juan Rios, is not bothered by
possible competition from the new entries. He says the newcomers will give Nicaragua's evangelical
churches a tremendous capacity for religious broadcasting. Many observers see the surge in
evangelical broadcasting as an inevitable move in a battle between the Roman Catholic Church
and the evangelical community, particularly the Pentecostal denominations. Evangelicals have
spread like wildfire in the last decade. Historian Franz Damen has estimated that every hour in Latin
America an average of 400 Catholics convert to evangelicalism. In an October address delivered
during his visit to the Dominican Republic, Pope John Paul II referred to evangelicals as "voracious
wolves" gobbling up followers of the true church. Alarmed by massive defection, the Catholic
hierarchy has launched an ambitious counteroffensive, LUMEN 2000. Two peace activists visiting
Managua in October lamented Rome's posture, claiming it bode poorly for ecumenism. Adolfo
Perez Esquivel, the 1980 Nobel peace laureate from Argentina, said the Vatican is closing down
the space for peaceful coexistence with evangelicals. "There is more and more influence of Opus
Dei within the Roman Catholic structure and that means retrogression for ecumenical relations,"
he said. Rigoberta Menchu, a Quiche native from Guatemala whose selection as the 1992 Nobel
laureate was announced Oct. 16, said indigenous people are suspicious of LUMEN 2000 because
the Roman Catholic Church historically has been aligned with the rich and privileged. "To get
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in tune with the continent, the church should talk about distribution of wealth, the problem of
land ownership, and the rights of the indigenous," she said. The Rev. Miguel Angel Casco, an
ecumenical activist in Nicaragua, says evangelicals are not taking the Catholic offensive lightly.
He says evangelicals can no longer use the same old methods to counter the Catholic blitz; they
need more sophisticated technology. "At one time, evangelicals thought they had a monopoly
on evangelism," he states. "Now they have discovered they are not the only ones who can hold
evangelistic campaigns and go house to house, knocking on doors. The Catholics are doing the same
things." The founder of Radio Maranata, the Rev. Jose Luis Soto, denies any validity to the Catholic
effort. "We don't recognize what the Roman Catholics are doing as evangelism," emphasized the
Assembly of God pastor, a Cuban exile who commutes between Managua and a congregation in
California. "It's nothing but `religiosity.' It's time today to preach the Gospel and leave ecumenism
to the Holy Spirit to work out in the future." Radio Reloj is owned by a local congregation of the
Assemblies of God, and its manager, Leonidas Caceres, sees no value in collaborating with Roman
Catholics even if it contributed to reconciling Nicaraguan society. "That would be a denial of our
doctrines," says Caceres. "Our God is alive, helping us; their God is dead; the Virgin has no power
in heaven." Some of the new breed of religious broadcasters are not as neanderthal, but examination
of their financial backers' track records raises important questions about long-term political
objectives in Nicaragua. Dr. Enrique Villagra, a Baptist and a justice on Nicaragua's Supreme Court,
is the local person responsible for getting Channel 21 on the tube. "I had always been active as a
lay preacher and Bible teacher," Villagra disclosed, "but I wanted to be more directly involved in
some ministry the Lord would lead me into. When I got in contact with TBN [Trinity Broadcasting
Network of Orange County, California], that was the Lord's answer." Channel 21 is an affiliate of
TBN and the Argentina-based network of Latin American Stations for the Communication of the
Gospel by Television (ENLACE). With no studio yet to develop its own programming, Channel
21 is dependent on canned shows produced outside the country. Pat Robertson's thinly-disguised
political pulpit, The 700 Club, is a regular feature. Channel 21 broadcasts the US-produced program
in both English and Spanish. Villagra says the church has to use the technology that science offers.
"I wish we had ten radio stations and ten television channels, or even more, to take the Gospel to all
Nicaragua and the world," he states. Sixto Ulloa, interim manager of Radio Bautista, says he would
like the new stations, including his own, to be more prophetic in speaking out against social injustice
and the fears that feed religious prejudice. Yet most of the money for Radio Bautista comes from
the conservative Southern Baptist Convention in the US, and just how much prophecy it is willing
to fund remains to be seen. Gilberto Ruiz, director of Radio CEPAD, admits that radio will be a
major player in the ideological struggle of postwar Nicaragua. "The armed conflict in the mountains
has moved to the level of a political and ideological struggle," he says. "To have and to control the
radio becomes an eminent necessity if one is to succeed in this new social struggle." Ruiz served
as programming director for 18 government radio stations in the early 1980s. He later taught in
the school of journalism at Managua's Central America University (UCA). A firm believer in the
uniqueness of radio as a means for social communication, Ruiz says, "In this country where illiteracy
is so high again, where so many communities are without transportation, and where newspapers
are not distributed throughout the country, radio becomes the most important vehicle for people
to communicate." Ruiz says Radio CEPAD will start off with mostly religious programming, but
adds he has a notebook full of ideas for educational and cultural programs he'll introduce as the
station gains maturity: sociodramas, a radio magazine for women, political debates, and analysis of
international news are all on the drawing board. Ruiz wants to create friendly fictional characters to
give a personal touch to the station. Dona Chayo, for example, will conduct a natural medicine clinic
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on the air, offering traditional remedies for those whose meager income rules out purchasing costly
prescription drugs.

-- End --
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